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Architectural, Historical & Cultural Significance 
I. Introduction 


The Lower Black Rock Historic District is composed of the buildings along the two blocks on the west 
side of Niagara Street from Amherst Street to Austin Street, originally making up the commercial and 
retail center of Black Rock. The buildings are significant in that they are the only Erie Canal era 
streetscape extant in the City of Buffalo. Their character, materials, craftsmanship, design, scale, mass, 
and especially their relationship to each other and the surrounding neighborhood render them valuable to 
the city, state, and nation. The historic district contains 12 contiguous properties representative of the 
period of rapid growth in Black Rock from 1830 to 1915. The properties are among the most substantial 
and significant structures remaining in what was the original Lower Black Rock neighborhood and 
present a unique historic streetscape that embodies Black Rock’s historic connection to the Erie Canal and 
Black Rock Harbor. 


The structures included are: 


1884 Niagara St., Jubilee Theater (1913) 

1888 Niagara St., J.L. Davis Department Store (c.1895) 
1896 Niagara St., A.A. Justin & Sons Wagon Shop (c.1890) 
1902 Niagara St., Sheehan Block (c.1893) 

1910 Niagara St., Frank Argus Hardware & Stoves (c.1859) 
1920 Niagara St., John Argus Store (1882) 

1924 Niagara St., John Argus House (c.1878) 

1930 Niagara St., Safford House (c.1870 portion c.1855) 
1932 Niagara St., Jubilee Library (1915) 

1940 Niagara St., Unity Temple (1905) 

1940 Niagara St., Blossom Homestead (c.1836-40) 

1966 Niagara St., Wilson House (c.1830-35) 


The proposed district also includes two vacant parcels at 1894 Niagara Street and 1962 Niagara Street 
that are non-contributing. 
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II. Geographic & Site Significance 


The Niagara Street buildings comprising the Lower Black Rock Historic District are in the Black Rock 
neighborhood in the City of Buffalo. This area was originally the Village of Lower Black Rock (or Black 
Rock Dam) until the village was annexed by the City of Buffalo in 1853.! 


The Village of Black Rock derived its name from a large shelf of limestone inlaid with bands of black 
chert in the Niagara River just north of the present-day Peace Bridge.” The Native Americans had been 
coming to the rock for centuries to obtain the raw material necessary to fashion weapons and tools. This 
black chert or flint was found on the bluff above the rock and was an important local source of this 
valuable resource. Early settlers reported the ground was heavily littered with chips and flakes of chert as 
a result of generations of Native Americans fashioning stone tools at the site.* The black rock was an 
irregular triangle approximately one hundred feet wide and three hundred feet long with a level surface 
that rose four feet off the water level of the Niagara River. The rock formed a natural harbor sheltered 
from the swift currents of the Black Rock rapids and provided a port for docking, loading, and unloading 
vessels.* The rock was also used as a slip for a ferry to Canada and had been a crossing place as early as 
the Revolutionary War.° The Black Rock was removed in 1825 to facilitate construction of the Erie 
Canal, though a remnant of the rock remains visible on the shoulder of the I-190 North just beyond the 
Peace Bridge.® 


Arrowhead of chert found in Franklinville N.Y. on top of a piece of Black Rock chert recovered 
when the outcropping was cut back along the shoulder of 190 north just beyond the Peace Bridge 
S. Glasgow 


' “Buffalo Architecture a Guide” 1981. 

? White, Truman C. “Our Country and its People: A Descriptive Work on Erie County New York” 1898. 
3 Id. 

4 Norton, Charles “The Old Black Rock Ferry” Read Before the Society December 14, 1863. 

5 Id.; “Municipality of Buffalo, New York: A History 1720-1923” Lewis Historical Publications. 

6 “Black Rock Chronicle” Buffalo N.Y.: The Landmark Society of the Niagara Frontier, 1974. 
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The Village of Upper Black Rock was settled on the bluff above this natural harbor prior to 1800 and is 
among the oldest settlements in Western New York.’ This was the village that was burned along with the 
Village of Buffalo in 1813.8 


Lower Black Rock is differentiated from Upper Black Rock in that it is downriver, north of Scajaquada 
Creek, and was centered around Niagara and Amherst streets. The area was sparsely settled prior to the 
War of 1812, the only major enterprise being a shipyard on Scajaquada Creek used by Porter, Barton & 
Company to construct sailing vessels for the company use on the Great Lakes.’ The shipyard was also 
used to build or outfit several of Commodore Perry’s ships that were victorious in the Battle of Lake 
Erie.'° Lower Black Rock was also the site of several engagements during the War of 1812, including the 
Battle of Scajaquada Bridge.'! 


The Erie Canal was completed in 1825 and included a dam and guard lock at Lower Black Rock near the 
foot of Amherst Street.” The dam created a hydraulic mill race by taking advantage of the differential 
between the water level of the Niagara River and the Erie Canal. This abundant waterpower soon 
attracted milling and other interests. The Black Rock waterfront developed into a center of industry and in 
turn attracted entrepreneurs to provide related goods and services. By the 1830s, Black Rock had become 
a major flour milling center for the Eastern United States. The Mills at Black Rock included the Frontier 
(1832), Globe (1835), Erie (1838), and North Buffalo (1857).'? The mills required many supporting 
industries and services, including cooperages, lumber yards, teamsters, blacksmiths, and other skilled 
trades.'4 


Black Rock had several advantages. The Erie Canal and Black Rock Harbor provided convenient access 
to shipping and commerce heading west on the Great Lakes as well as to the established cities to the East. 
The village also had an excellent source of potable water: the Jubilee Water Works was incorporated in 
1827 to supply water to Black Rock. The water was transported by gravity through hollow logs from the 
Jubilee Spring near Delaware Avenue and Auburn Street to pumps in various locations throughout the old 
village.'> The Buffalo & Black Rock Railroad (1836) was the first railroad in Western New York, the 
route followed present day Niagara Street from the Village of Lower Black Rock to the Village of 
Buffalo.'® By the 1850’s as railroads brought the next phase of industrial development, Black Rock 
derived great benefit as a crossroads with rail connections convenient to the Great Lakes and Erie Canal. 
The construction of the International Railroad Bridge (1873) provided rail access to Canada, further 
enhancing the importance of Black Rock as a transportation hub. 


The industrial assets spurred wealth and job creation that resulted in rapid growth and opportunity for 
entrepreneurs. Black Rock became, after South Buffalo, the most heavily industrialized area of the city.'” 
Niagara Street developed as the commercial center of Lower Black Rock with many stores and businesses 
serving neighborhood residents and the canal trade. Much like a small-town, Black Rock developed a 


T Norton, Charles “The Old Black Rock Ferry” Read Before the Society December 14, 1863. 

8 “Black Rock Chronicle” Buffalo N.Y.: The Landmark Society of the Niagara Frontier, 1974. 
° “Municipality of Buffalo, New York: A History 1720-1923” Lewis Historical Publications. 

° “Black Rock Chronicle” Buffalo N.Y.: The Landmark Society of the Niagara Frontier, 1974. 
' Grande, Joseph “Peter B. Porter and The Buffalo and Black Rock Rivalry” Buffalo N.Y.: Buffalo and Erie County 
Historical Society 1982. 

? “Black Rock Chronicle” Buffalo N.Y.: The Landmark Society of the Niagara Frontier, 1974. 
3 “Buffalo Old and New” Buffalo Courier 1901. 

4 Goldman, Mark. “First There Was Black Rock” Courier Express, November 30th, 1980. 

5 Shopp, Grace. “History of the 18th Ward” Buffalo Times, January 22, 1910. 

° “Buffalo Architecture a Guide” 1981. 
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neighborhood-based economy separate from of the City of Buffalo.'* The neighborhood was fiercely 
independent and had its own public market. The circa 1830 Market Square is extant to this day, flanking 
both sides of Amherst Street between Niagara Street and Dearborn Street.'? The neighborhood also had its 
own religious institutions as well as social and political organizations. The neighborhood even had its 
own “25' Ward Peace Court” to settle neighborhood disputes independent of the court system.” Black 
Rock had its own community newspaper, The International Gazette, and its own chamber of commerce, 
the Black Rock Businessmen’s Association.”! Public School 20, with its team of neighborhood-based 
teachers, educated generations of Black Rock residents.*” Community life was rooted in the generations 
of immigrants that came to the neighborhood seeking employment and a new life in America. Black Rock 
was and remains a true melting pot. The neighborhood was never ethnically homogenous, but the diverse 
nature of the residents did not limit the neighborhood’s cohesiveness and sense of community. 


On March 26, 1886, a fire that began on the waterfront destroyed almost the entire block on the west side 
of Niagara Street from Amherst Street to Hamilton Street.”* The inferno was called the “great fire” as it 
was the largest fire in the history of Black Rock, and it would reshape the face of that portion of Niagara 
Street. The fire began at the North Buffalo Mills, quickly engulfing the large structure, and soon spread 
to even larger Gilbert Starch Works.” Both structures were located on the west side of the Erie Canal and 
a strong west wind sent cinders “flying thick and fast” falling on the roofs of the wooden buildings just 
across the canal along Niagara Street.”° For a time, the fire was kept from making headway but soon 
pieces of flaming timber ignited the A.A. Justin Blacksmith & Wagon Shop (1896 Niagara) then leaping 
to Phillips Grocery Store (1902 Niagara).”° The fire consumed “the blacksmith shop of Urschel & Korn, 
with the dwelling house of the latter, Chris Aschbom’s Barber Shop and the millinery store of John 
Dillinger.”’’ The fires advance was finally stopped at the brick store of Frank Argus (1910 Niagara), the 
corner of Hamilton. Mr. Argus “succeeded in mounting a hose on his roof, he worked it with much 
success that the building was saved intact.””* Flying embers also threated the home of Harriette Safford 
(1930 Niagara).”? Miss Safford “found their two homes and barn on fire at one time, and only through her 
heroic efforts and the aid of some neighbors were the buildings saved.’*° (Both the Argus Store and 
Safford House remain standing on Niagara Street today). Flying embers also started fires at three homes 
on the east side of Niagara Street, a small frame house at 1911 Niagara Street and another behind it were 
partially destroyed as was a two-story frame residence at Hamilton Street and Dearborn Street. “The 
scene on the street was something terrible. Women hurrying about carrying their furniture and crying, 
household articles dumped all over the streets and sidewalks, bed clothes dumped in the mud and water, 
with the cinders and sparks flying and falling like a thick black, snowstorm.”?! Losses due to the fire were 


'8 Goldman, Mark. “First There Was Black Rock” Courier Express, November 30, 1980. 

'? Rohde, Derek Matthew. “The Black Rock Market Square: The Forgotten History of an Early Market” Muncie IN.: 
Ball State University, May 2009. 

20 “Tone Forever- Last Vestige of Black Rock Wiped Out” International Gazette, January 4, 1902. 
1 Goldman, Mark. “First There Was Black Rock” Courier Express, November 30, 1980. 

22 “Black Rock Chronicle” Buffalo N.Y.: The Landmark Society of the Niagara Frontier, 1974. 

23 International Gazette, March 27, 1886. 

24 Id. 

5 Id. 

26 Td. 

27 Id. 

28 Id. 

9 Td. 

3° International Gazette, April 15, 1925. 

3! International Gazette, March 27, 1886. 


estimated at $500,000 equating to roughly 15 million dollars today and it was estimated 150 men, boys 
and girls were thrown out of work.” 


The great fire of 1886 cleared the way for the later construction of the Jubilee Theater at 1884 Niagara 
Street, the J.L. Davis Department Store at 1888 Niagara Street, the A.A. Justin & Sons Wagon Shop and 
the Sheehan Block at 1902 Niagara Street. 
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1938 aerial view of Niagara St. looking north from Amherst St. to Austin St. The blue line is the 
route of the Erie Canal, the red line is the Hamilton St. bridge. 


The Lower Black Rock Historic District in the City of Buffalo is comprised of twelve properties. The 
properties on the west side of Niagara Street have two “faces.” Their west elevations face the I-190 and 
what was historically the Erie Canal and the Black Rock Harbor, a National Register Eligible resource 
that is part of the Erie Canal National Heritage Corridor. Their east elevations face Niagara Street. The 
east and west elevations are therefore equally important in their relationship to the historic transportation 
corridor that defines the historic district. The I-190 follows the path of the historic Erie Canal to the west 
of the historic district. 


The Lower Black Rock Historic District is composed of intact buildings that were once part of a dense 
collection of commercial and residential properties relevant to the growth along the Erie Canal after the 
merger of the Town of Black Rock with the City of Buffalo. The neighborhood economy remained 
strongly independent and thrived during this period of rapid growth. The commercial stores fronting on 
Niagara Street historically provided everyday necessities to the surrounding neighborhood and had rear 
entrances along the towpath to the access the burgeoning canal trade. 


The Lower Black Rock Historic District embodies the relationship between industry and transportation 
networks on water and land, defining the history of the former Village of Black Rock, specifically Lower 
Black Rock. Transportation related commerce and industry were defining factors in the history of the 
area. The historic district conveys the commercial history of Lower Black Rock by water, rail, and along 
the Erie Canal and Niagara Street. The properties in the historic district are primarily commercial and 
residential and reflect the diversity of functions required in a working-class neighborhood. 


The residences range from the small wood framed canal structure on Niagara Street, a rare surviving 
example from ca. 1840-50 moved to the location from its original face on the canal to several large three- 
story brick structures housing stores and apartments. 


1856 Buell, Moss & Quackenboss. Note Black Rock Dam and mill race. 
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1894 Atlas. 


1915 Atlas. 


Erie Canal and Guard Lock looking north from Hamilton Street Bridge circa 1918. S. Glasgow 


This view is of the back of the Niagara St. buildings along the towpath and canal, The rear elevation of 
the Jubilee Library and Unity Temple on Niagara St. are at the top right of the image. 
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Niagara St looking southwest 1942. S. Glasgow 


From left to right, former Jubilee Theater, J.L. Davis Department store, A.A. Justin Blacksmith Shop. 
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Historic Marker at 1910 Niagara St. Historic Marker at 1930 Niagara St. 
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III. Architectural Descriptions & Significance 


1884 Niagara Street, built 1913 


Jubilee Theater 
Architect: Max G. Beierl 


Early 20" century theater designed in the Neoclassical style. Central theater entry flanked by symmetrical 
projecting pavilions at corners. Herringbone and polychrome brick work. Features three ocular windows 
at center and shaped parapet. 


This theater opened on November 15, 1913, as a free-standing two-story structure.*? Around 1929, the 
theater closed to re-open in 1934 as the New Jubilee Theater. 


In the late 1940s, Hungarian movies and entertainment were sometimes offered. Sid Cohen, who also 
operated the Allendale Theater for a time, ran the New Jubilee Theater in the 1930s and 1940s. A 
remodeling took place in 1950, but the next year, the theater closed.** 


33 Buffalo Evening News, November 14, 1913. 
34 Cinema Treasures, http://cinematreasures.org. 
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1884 Niagara St. 


Two tickets from the Jubilee Theatre. 
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1888 Niagara Street, Ca. 1895 


J.L. Davis Department Store 


Two-story Queen Anne brick commercial building with two prominent gables. Two prominent curved 
oriel windows flank central paired window with bracketed cornice. A unique example of late 19" century 
commercial architecture. 


This building retains an elaborate 2" floor period interior space that was the original owner’s apartment. 
The apartment was vacant for decades resulting in the preservation of the woodwork and other original 
design features. J.L. Davis operated a department store in this building in the early 1900s.*° Buttons 
Restaurant and Night Club occupied the space in the 1930s.*° 


35 International Gazette, November 14, 1903. 
36 International Gazette, December 20, 1933. 
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1888 Niagara St. detail of 2"' story window. 1888 Niagara St. detail of front door. 
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1894-96 Niagara Street, Ca. 1890 
A.A. Justin & Sons Wagon Shop 


Two story Italianate style brick commercial building, first floor has projecting cornice, second floor has 
eight-bay segmented arch windows and bracketed cornice. 


Rueben Justin established an iron forge at Black Rock Dam in 1842, and his son Asahel set up a 
blacksmith shop and wagon works on the property at 1894-96 Niagara St in the same year.*” Asahel made 
iron rims, carriage wheels, steam engines, iron roofing, and heavy platform spring and grain wagons. The 
shop was destroyed by fire in 1845 and again in the “Great Fire” of 1886.°* After Asahel’s death in 1890 
his sons Henry and David continued the family business until 1918. The shop supplied Western New 
York, Pennsylvania, and Ohio with several types of wagons, including water wagons, produce wagons, 
ambulances, sleighs, and sprinkler wagons for city parks. The shop also built the 47-foot-long steam 
yacht Grace Truscott as well as winning an award for the design and construction of an “ice plow.”°? 


37 Justin Family History, Black Rock Historical Society. 
38 International Gazette, March 27, 1886. 
3° Justin Family History, Black Rock Historical Society. 
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Reuben Justin was a justice at the 25 Ward Peace Court, and his son Asahel was a Jubilee Water 
Commissioner. Asahel Justin’s son David was also a Jubilee Water Commissioner and along with Frank 
Argus helped establish the Jubilee Library at 1932 Niagara St.” 


1896 


1894-96 Niagara St. detail of cornice. 


4° Id.; Keppel, Angela “Discovering Buffalo One Street at a Time” Argus Street, July 26th, 2021. 
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1894-96 Niagara St. A.A. Justin’s & Sons Wagon Shop employees. 
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1902 Niagara Street, Ca. 1893 

Sheehan Block 

Three-story brick commercial building in Romanesque Revival style with cast iron storefront system. 
Upper floors feature round arched windows and 2 prominent 2 story polygonal oriels. Corbelled cornice 


and brick pilasters. 


The two identical storefronts housed many businesses including Colonial Tea Co. (1909) and a Pool & 
Billiard Parlor (1906). In the 1930s, a Danahy Faxon Store operated here.*! 


4! International Gazette, January 11, 1913. 
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1902 Niagara St. west elevation. 


21 


GEORGE PHILLIPS. 
ti INTERNATIONAL -+1— 
CHEAP, CASH AND ONE PRIC 
—:) DEAT at 
DRY t », 60. 3, SHOES, NOTIONS 
AND A GENERAL ASSORTMENT OF MERCHANDISE. 
18983 Niagara Street, BUFFALO, 
———— ++4@r re 


Farmers’ Produce Bought and Sold. Canal Store in 


1898 Niagara St. coupon from “one price store” note reference to “Canal Store in rear.” 
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1910 Niagara Street, Ca. 1859 


Frank X. Argus Hardware & Stoves 


Three-story brick commercial building in a transitional late Greek Revival style with Italianate details. 
Cast iron storefront, windows have stone sills and prominent lintels. Features excellent bracketed cornice. 
Prominent wing at rear is wood frame with cornice and fronted directly on the Erie Canal and towpath. 


Frank Argus was born in Black Rock in 1854. Frank and his wife Mary operated a store for 40 years at 


the site and lived upstairs. The store sold hardware, cutlery, and stoves. Frank Argus was a Commissioner 
of the Jubilee Water Works. In 1890 the City of Buffalo abandoned the water works and in 1899 the water 
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works was sold. Argus advocated for the proceeds of the sale be used to construct a branch public library. 
It would be several years until his effort was realized with the construction of the Jubilee Library at 1932 
Niagara Street in 1915. 


Argus was also one the original owners of Germania Park located on Niagara Street in the Riverside 
neighborhood. The property was sold to the City of Buffalo, and developed as Riverside Park, designed 
by Frederick Law Olmsted. Argus once again advocated for the public and insisted the riparian rights 
along the Niagara River to ensure public access to the water. 


Argus Street in the Riverside neighborhood is named for Frank Argus.*” 


1910 Niagara St. north elevation. 


” Keppel, Angela “Discovering Buffalo One Street at a Time” Argus Street, July 26th, 2021. 
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1910 Niagara St. south elevation. This brick building at the southwest corner of Niagara St. and 
Hamilton St. survived the great fire of 1886. The owner, Frank Argus, mounted a hose on the roof 
and prevented the fire from spreading to his building which stopped the fire from advancing any 
further north along Niagara St.¥ 


1910 Niagara St. detail of southeast corner, note larger brick keyed into 
smaller original brick when front fagade was updated. 


43 International Gazette, March 27, 1886. 
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1910 Niagara St. north elevation, note rear barn fronting on Erie Canal and towpath. 
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1920 Niagara Street, built 1882 


North Buffalo Building/John Argus Store 


Three-story brick commercial Italianate-style building with cast iron storefront. Upper floors feature 

segmented arched windows with decorative stone hoods. Excellent bracketed cornice wraps the building. 
The west rear wing of the building is also three stories with bracketed cornice and fronted directly on the 
Erie Canal and towpath. The west elevation retains original painted signage advertising goods for sale to 
the canal trade. Carved stone plaques on the wall at the southeast corner read “Niagara” and “Hamilton.” 
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The 3" floor was a public hall used by many neighborhood organizations and was also one of the 
locations of the Black Rock Peace Court.“ 


John Argus returned from the Civil War and established his store in 1865. Argus was a dealer of “choice 
groceries, flour and feed, dry goods, boots and shoes” as well as many other necessities for neighborhood 
residents and the busy canal traffic.*° Argus was a Jubilee Water Commissioner. 


qr 
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1920 Niagara St. south elevation. 


44 “Tone Forever- Last Vestige of Black Rock Wiped Out” International Gazette, January 1902. 
4 “Buffalo of To-day, The Queen City of the Lakes” 1893. 
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1920 Niagara St. north elevation, note loft openings on upper levels at rear stable. 


1920 Niagara St. south elevation note loft openings on upper levels. 
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S. Glasgow 


1920 and 1924 Niagara St. in 1978. 
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1910-1920-1924 Niagara St. in 1930s. Mary Biggie Beyer 
Note intact cast iron stair on side and loft doors at rear of building. 
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Foot of Hamilton Street in 1918. S. Glasgow 
From right to left- Hamilton St bridge over Erie Canal, rear elevation of 1920 Niagara and rear 
elevation of 1924 Niagara. 
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JOHN ARGUS. 


The business of Mr. John Argus, dealer in choice 
groceries, flour and feed, dry goods, boots and skoes, 
etc., at 1920 Niagara street, was inaugurated in 1865 by 
its present proprietor, who has since built up a very 
large and influential patronage. The premises now occu- 
pied comprise the ground floor of a three-stcry brick 
structure, 380x150 feet in area, which was erected in 
1882 by Mr. Argus. The store is elegantly fitted up with 
modern fixtures and all facilities. The stock embraces, 
in addition to the usual supplies of staple groceries, a 
full line of hermetically sealed goods in tin and glass, 
condiments, relishes, sauces, preserves, foreign and 
domestic dried fruits, cereal and farinaceous foods of 
every description, new crop China, Japan and India teas, 
fragrant Mocha, Java and Rio coffees, whole and ground 
pare spices, chocolates, cocoas, prime creamery and 

ancy dairy butter, cheese, fresh eggs, etc., also the 
best brands of family and bakers’ flour, white and yellow 
corn meal, mill-feed of all kinds, shorts, bran, mid- 
dlings, oats, etc. The dry goods department has a full 
assortment of foreign and domestic dress fabrics of the 
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latest patterns and styles, ladies’ and gentlemen’s fur- 
nishings, notions, millinery goods, men’s and boys’ hats 
and caps, also a fine, well selected stock of footwear, 
from the best manufacturers in the Union. Mr. Argus 
also deals in wall paper,and offers his trade,an unusually 
fine and well selected stock of the handsomest designs in 

the market. Five salesmen give courteous attention to 

the wants of patrons, and two wagons deliver goods in 

all parts of the city. Mr. Argus served throughout the 

entire Civil War in the U. S. Navy and is at present an 

active member of the Bidwell Wilkinson Post, G. A. R. 
He is a native of Erie Coucty. 
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1924 Niagara Street, Ca. 1878 

John Argus House 

Two-and-one-half story brick Second Empire style L-plan building with segmental arched windows on 
ground floor and round arched windows on second floor. Mansard features dormers with those on the rear 


retaining their historic design. Original entrance door surround and transom frame are intact although 
glass has been covered and/or removed. 
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The Argus House was a substantial residence built by a successful entrepreneur during the rapid growth 
and prosperity in Lower Black Rock during the late 19" century. John Argus owned and operated the 
Argus Store at 1920 Niagara Street directly adjacent to his home.*° 


1924 Niagara St. north and west elevation. 


“© Buffalo City Directory, 1878 & 1879. 
35 


1924 Niagara St. main entrance. 
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1924 Niagara St. after fire, early 1990s. S. Glasgow 
Note original window hoods on 3" floor and chimney pots. 
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1930 Niagara Street built, Ca. 1870, center portion Ca. 1855 


Safford House 
Two-and-one-half story Italianate-style house, intact original door surround including arched transom and 
double doors. Portico is supported by Tuscan columns with a bracketed cornice. Attic retains original 


round arched windows. Two rear portions appear to predate the main structure. 


Henry Safford was a stave manufacturer serving the coopers that supplied barrels to the many mills in 
Lower Black Rock. His factory was at the foot of Hertel Avenue. Mr. Safford came to the property at 
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1930 Niagara Street in Black Rock with his wife Sarah and children in 1850.*” Their son Elisha would 
succeed Henry in the business and was a judge at the 25" Ward Peace Court.** Their daughter Miss 
Harriette (Elizabeth) Safford celebrated her 92" birthday in 1938 and opined “it to be her most enjoyable 
birthday celebration since her 10", which was celebrated in the same house on April 28", 1855.4? Miss 
Safford was a teacher at School 20 for many years and was known as “Black Rock’s grand old lady.”°° 
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1930 Niagara St. west elevation, note center portion which appears to be the oldest (c.1855) part of 
the house. (The scale, proportion, and ridge set parallel to the street are typical of early 
construction in Black Rock). 


47 Tnternational Gazette, December 2, 1936. 
48 Buffalo City Directory, 1879. 

49 International Gazette, May 1, 1935. 

30 Td. 
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1930 Niagara St. North elevation. 
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1930 Niagara St. front entrance. 
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1930 Niagara St. front doorway. 
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1932 Niagara Street, built 1915 


Jubilee Library 
Architect: Howard 1. Beck 


One-story Classical Revival style brick building with prominent central entry flanked by columns with 
entablature. Set on elevated stone basement, heavy stone cornice with corner pilasters. Brick pilaster 
strips across front have stylized triglyphs and metopes in capitals. Windows are paired with transoms 
having mullions radiating from the center bullets eye. Front entranceway has double doors with elongated 
lights, entablature with “Jubilee Library” etched into the frieze. 


The Jubilee Library was funded by proceeds of the sale of the Jubilee Springs in 1898.°! The Jubilee 
Water Works was formed by village residents in 1827 to utilize the water from the Jubilee Spring located 
in what is now Forest Lawn Cemetery.” A stone spring house was constructed, and a reservoir was built 
at Grant and Amherst streets. Hollow logs were used to transport the water and pumps were installed in 
various locations around the old village. The Jubilee Water Works was extended to serve the City of 


5! Keppel, Angela “Discovering Buffalo One Street at a Time” Argus Street, July 26th, 2021. 
> Td. 
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Buffalo and continued to serve the two communities until the 1880s when water from Lake Erie was 
utilized. 


The Jubilee Library opened on December 20, 1915 and was the first non-rented library space in Buffalo. 


3 Id. 
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1940 Niagara Street, built 1905 

Unity Temple Masonic Lodge 

Architect: Green & Wicks 

Two-story Classical Revival Style. Flat roof. Engaged monumental Classical facade. Tuscan Doric 
columns have egg and dart motif in capital. Pedimented entablature. Medallions in frieze with inscription 


"Unity Temple.” Dentils under cornice and in pediment. Round window in tympanum. Double wood 
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paneled doors with transom and tracery. Entrance flanked by engaged Ionic columns. Entablature over 
entrance on second floor. Pedimented main building has Egyptian styled statuary at top of pediment and 
ends. Windows on the side of the are segmented arched, six over six lights. Pair Egyptian sphinxes flank 
steps. Unique styled building due to the combination of Egyptian and Classical Styling. Remains Black 
Rock most striking work of building art. 


Built as a fraternal hall the Oddfellows Lodge, which occupied the building for decades. 


ENTRANCE 
IN REAR 
THRU LOT 


1940 Niagara St. front entrance. 
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1940 Niagara St. 1983. S. Glasgow 
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Unity Temple about 1916, glass negative Jason Howe 
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1940 Niagara Street, built Ca. 1836-1840 (House address 1942 Niagara St.) 
Blossom Homestead 


One-and-one-half-story homestead with intact Greek Revival door surround including sidelights and 
pilasters. Porch is a 20" century addition. Rare remaining example of timber frame vertical plank 
construction, the house retains the original massing and window fenestration. 


This modest home is an excellent example of a pre-Civil War homestead typical of the early period of 
development in the Village of Lower Black Rock. Although there are several similar houses in the oldest 
part of Black Rock, this example retains the most original features. 


The house at 1942 Niagara Street was included in a 1993-94 survey of pre-1850 structures conducted by 
the Landmark Society of the Niagara Frontier and the Western New York Heritage Institute.** The house 


4 “Survey of pre-1850 structures.” Western New York Landmark Society and Western New York Heritage 
Institute, 1993-94. 
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was listed as Greek Revival style and the date of construction was estimated as 1845-1850. The surveyor 
also noted the Greek Revival doorway with sidelights and columns. 


Samuel Franklin Blossom (1791-1840) and his wife Jane Hillman Blossom (1796-1877) were pioneers in 
the settlement at Lower Black Rock. Samuel came to Buffalo in 1836 and was welcomed by his two 
brothers Ira and Thomas Blossom.® Ira was an aide to Joseph Ellicott and a subagent of the Holland Land 
Company. A 1917 article in the Buffalo Times by respected historian of early Buffalo, Grace Carew 
Sheldon, noted the 1867 wedding of Samuel’s daughter Julia. The article describes Samuel Blossom 
“taking up a homestead at the Lower Rock, or North Buffalo, on the west side of Niagara Street 66 feet 
front, between Austin and Hamilton streets running down to the Erie Canal, S.F. Blossom built a roomy 
typical house of the period numbered 1942.” His wife Jane “came as a bride by packet from Monmouth, 
way down east in Maine.” The article confirms the Blossom Homestead was built by Samuel Blossom, 
who arrived in Buffalo in 1836 and died in 1840. The house was built during that short time period. The 
article also states “The Masons that built Unity Temple placed it on the southern portion of the lot, 
leaving the Blossom home, which is resided in by the lodge janitor. This historic home is one of the last 
still standing at the Lower Rock.” The explanation above states the construction of the Unity Temple as 
“leaving the Blossom home” and “the historic home is one of the last still standing at the Lower Rock”’ 
confirms the house at 1942 Niagara Street is the original Blossom Homestead. 
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' FIFTY YEARS AGO TODAY 


By Grace Carew Sheldon 


Lower Rock at this time were all 
prosperous and are represented in 
Buffalo descendants today. They were 
the Plummers, Howells, Jus- 
tins, Hastitigs, Job Gortons, Meyers 
and Colgate Gilberts, and no doubt all 
ted at Miss Julia Ellen 
wedding on April 9, 1867. ~ 
- |. Hiram P. Thompson had “come out 
of the West,” being a native of Fond- 
du-Lac, Wis, from whence he had 
gone to the War of the Rebellion. 

The bride and groom went to their 
home in St. Louls, where she made 
many friends. Alas, she was attacked 
rag! oid fever the following win- 
ter 


ber 3ist she died and 
‘was brought back to the old home- 
stead for burial in Forest Lawn, Rev. 
A. D. Wilbor again offictating. 

By a strange coincidence a son of 
Mr. Wilbor has just died {n Buffalo, 
where the family has always been fa- 
vorably known. 


Still With Us. 


At the time of th ding and 
Ira | funeral Mr. and Mrs. Hillman 
were residing in the home- 
stead, where some years after their 
son Samuel and daughter Mary Elien 


were born. 

Himan Blossom re- 
homestead until 
lace being pur- 


of the period,, rhe Masons who built Unity Tem- || 
“., Hiittsaka, [Deebe ioc, leaving the Walaeeaad hones, | 
eo im 

and Julia Ellen Blos-| which is today resided in by the lodge 
janitor. 

This historic home is one of the last 
The families who resided at the ‘still standing at the Lower Rock. 
ev? Pca oe ii RE Receee I AE 


, 


Buffalo Times, April 17" 1917 


> Buffalo Morning Express, December 21, 1894. 
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The 1853 Buffalo City Directory, the first to include the former independent village of Black Rock after it 
was annexed by Buffalo, lists Jane Blossom (1796-1877) as the widow of Samuel F. Blossom (1791- 
1840) residing on the parcel on Niagara north of Hamilton.°° The Census of 1855 identifies Jane Blossom 
as head of household, age 59, residing on the property.°’ The Blossom family descendants would continue 
occupying the homestead until the property was sold in 1904 to construct the Unity Temple.** Present day 
Grant Street between Military Road and Scajaquada Creek was originally named “Blossom” in honor of 
Samuel F. Blossom.*? 


In 1904, the North Buffalo lodge #518 purchased the “old Blossom Homestead” at 1942 Niagara Street 
for “the purpose of erecting a lodge on the site.” The construction required the partial demolition and 
relocation of a portion of the Blossom Homestead. F.F. Elliot (1867-1935) was the secretary of the lodge 
during the construction project. In 1918, Mr. Elliot testified in a court case concerning the lodge and 
described the details of the lodge construction project.®! Mr. Elliot stated “There was a home on the 
property, that house has been there ever since I was born, the Blossom Homestead. The largest part was 
torn down and, was moved on the lot next to the temple, and was remodeled into a janitors cottage.”” 
Testimony by A.H. Tucker confirmed the location of the cottage and its use as a janitor’s residence. 


A Report of the Referee explains: 

6. On or about November 4, 1905, immediately 
upon being created benevolent orders, and given 
their present legal status. the relators through 
their respective trustees, purchased the real prop- 
erty mentioned and deseribed in the petition. This 
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Report of Referee. 


property at that time had a dwelling on it. The 138 
relator wrecked this dwelling, moving part of it ‘to 

the rear and turning it into a janitor’s cottage. 

At the front they erected ‘their present building, 

ealled Trinity Temple. This building has a base- a 
ment and is one and one-half stories high. The 

basement contains a large room, called a_ bhan- 

quet room, and a kitchen; while the first floor con- 

tains the main mecting room, with two = ante 

rooms. There is a library and reading room in 

the half story above the first floor. 63 


© 1853 Buffalo City Directory. 

°7 The Census of 1855. 

8 See, e.g., 1894 Buffalo City Directory. 

>? International Gazette, August 13, 1930. 

6 International Gazette, Dec. 10, 1904. 

°! The 1905 movement of the building is described in testimony in a tax assessment appeal available in 
the Records of the New York Court of Appeals at: 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1bnyEnBdfucnp_kvnnCQhT8IT8wIDeOVq/view 

% Td. at 368. 

3 Td. at 316. 
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Testimony in the case confirms the Unity Temple (mistakenly identified as the “Trinity Temple” 
in the Report of the Referee) was located at 1940 Niagara Street: 


181 
Mrs. I’. Bk. Bryant, for Relators, Direct. 


Q. And what is the nnmber of that lodge? 54l 
A. 571. 
Q. And it oceupies what building for its lodge 


rooms? 
A. Unity Temple, 1940 Niagara street, 1 be- 


lieve the number is, 
167 
A. UW. Turner, for Relators, Direct. 


Q). And where is that temple located? 499 
A. 1940 Niagara street. 64 


Frank F. Elliott, Clerk of the City of Buffalo, testified that the Blossom Homestead was present 
at the site his entire life: 


Q. And there were improvements on the 
property at that time? 
97 


F. F. Elliott, for Relators, Cross. 


A. There was a house on the property. That 98g 
house had been there ever since | was born, the 
Blossom Homestead, 
Q. Is that there still, or was if removed! 
A. The largest part was torn down, amd was 
moved on the lot next to the temple, and re- . 
modeled into a janitor’s cottage. 
Q. And the present buildings which are now 
in front of the janitor’s cottage, are they sup- 
ported hy the two lodges? 
A. Yes. 65 
Another witness, Alfred H. Tucker, testified similarly. He further noted that the Unity Temple 
bordered the Jubilee Library on one side, and the cottage on the other: 


* Td. at 452, 438. 
% Td. at 367-68. 
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CROSS EXAMINATION by Mr. Feldman: 

Q. What other elass of buildings are in the 
vicinity of Unity Temple? 

A. There’s the Jubilee Library— 

Q. What is the Jubilee Library? 

A. Itisa branch of the Buffalo Public Library, 

‘504 that is, the books, and so forth, and I believe it is 
maintained by the Buffalo Public Library; but it 
was put up from the fund which came from the 
property of the old Jubilee Water Works. 

Q. That building is owned hy the City of Buf- 
falo? 

A. It was built from the money received from 
this fund, but the Buffalo Publie Library furnish- 
ed the books. 

Q. What other class of buildings? 

A. Next to the temple is a cottage. 


169 
A, H. Tucker, for Relators, Cross. 


Q. That is owned by a private individual? 505 
A. No, that is owned by the temple. 
Q. The temple owns the cottage next adjoining 
Unity Temple? 
A. Yes, sir. 
Q. And what is that cottage used for? 
A. The janitor lives there. 
Q. That is the carctaker of the temple? 
A. Yes, sir. 66 


The Blossom Homestead appears at the front of the parcel on the north side of lot 26 on the 1856 map by 
Buell, Moore & Quackenboss. It is in the same location on the 1872 Hopkins Atlas, labeled as 
“Blossom.” The 1894 Atlas shows the house location remains consistent with the older maps. 


°° Td. at 439-40. 
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1856 map, note the house on lot 26 1872 map, note the Blossom parcel at 1942 Niagara 


1889 Sanborn Map note the outline of the front section is consistent with the 1872 map. This is 
before the larger part of the house was demolished and the smaller part was moved back to 
accommodate the construction of the Unity Temple 
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1900 Sanborn Map note the outline is consistent with the 1889 map 


The 1916 Atlas shows a portion of the house relocated to the rear of the lot; this is the result of the 
structure being moved in 1905 during the construction of the Unity Temple as described above. The 1916 
Atlas is also consistent with the 1950 Atlas in the location and outline of the structure. 


1916 Sanborn Map, note the house on the 1950 Sanborn Map, the house has the same 
towpath of the Erie Canal, the footprint of footprint and outline as the 1916 map. 

the front portion (including porch) is 

consistent with the house at 1942 Niagara St. 

and the location on the site is consistent with 

the permit issued in 1957 to alter and move a 

one family dwelling forward on the lot 

approximately 45 feet. 
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The present location of the house is the result of moving the front portion of the structure forward 
approximately 45 feet as described in the building permit issued on March 15" 1957. 


ADDRESS GHD Hite ot, = 


OWNER Trustee's of Unity Taaple 
@ 

ADDRESS lolbO Niagara St. = 

CONTRACIOR ee ee ee e 


ADDRESS APPLICATION 
DATE 19_$7 NO 


Building permit issued March 15" 1957 to the Trustees of Unity Temple, 1942 Niagara St. “Alter, 
place frame 1 fmly. Dwlg. Forward on lot approx. 45 ft.” 


The maps from 1856 to 1950 reveal the house has always been sited on the north side of lot 26 but was 
moved back in 1905 to accommodate the construction of the Unity Temple and moved forward in 1957 to 
accommodate the construction of the New York State Thruway. 


The scale, construction method, roof pitch, millwork, and door surround are consistent with the house at 
1942 Niagara being the older portion of the Blossom Homestead. It was common practice to first build a 
smaller structure and, at a later time, expand upon the house as the family and fortune grew. The 
testimony noting “the larger part was torn down” also indicates the surviving portion is the smaller 
original homestead.°’ 


°7 Records of the New York Court of Appeals, at 368. 
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Unity Temple about 1916, note the house at 1942 Niagara St. is visible at the right, this image is 
before the house was moved forward approximately 45 feet in 1957. Although the image is cropped 
the roof pitch and window placement are consistent with the present house at 1942 Niagara St. 
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1942 Niagara St. Door surround with sidelights and pilasters. At close examination the style, 
joinery and trim details are consistent with being original to the house. Note the boxed rim joist at 
top left is connected to and obscures the corner of the headpiece indicating the door surround 
predates the porch. This modest door surround is an excellent example of the vernacular typical of 
the early period of settlement in Black Rock. 


58 


, 


Az VT 
bP 
"@ A ,’ , a 


Door surround in 1983, note older wood storm door and lattice under railing, this image was taken 
before the architectural salvage business occupied the property. S. Glasgow 
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1940 Niagara St. south elevation, note original clapboard. 
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1966 Niagara Street, built Ca. 1830-35 
Wilson House 


Two-and-one-half story brick Federal-style house with side-gabled roof. Three-bay facade features stone 
sills and lintels with small attic windows. Narrow brick used on main structure with stone water table. 
Originally built with parapet style end walls, the house was updated around 1870 with the addition of a 
rear wing in the Italianate style and the addition of an extended bracketed cornice with dentils and 
modillions. 


The narrow dimension bricks used to construct the main portion of the house are typical of the early 19" 
Century and are the same size as the bricks used to construct the 1827-28 church at 44 Breckenridge 
Street in Upper Black Rock. Renovation of the interior resulted in removal of plaster revealing split lath 
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typically used prior to 1840. The original interior woodwork of the Federal/Greek revival transitional 
period is very similar in proportion and design to the woodwork in the former circa 1830-35 Fitch House 
or “Fitch Creche” at 159 Swan Street Buffalo N.Y. (demolished in 1998). The interior main staircase and 
balustrade remain intact, the third story is accessed by a center stair and balustrade of the same design 
leading to several separate rooms on each side of a central hall. City Directories and newspaper ads reveal 
the Wilsons rented out parts of their large home and took in boarders. 


The property was deeded to Cordelia Wilson in 1862.°° Samuel Wilson was listed as a bookkeeper at the 
Erie Mills residing at the house in 1865. The Wilsons owned the property until 1890 when they lost it to 

foreclosure.® Simon Wilson age 87 resided here in 1888 and was said to be “probably the oldest voter in 
Black Rock if not Buffalo, his first presidential vote was cast in 1828.”7° 


In 1925 Mrs. Elizabeth Himbury celebrated her 92" birthday and was deemed Black Rock’s oldest 
resident. She spent most of her life at the Wilson House, moving there with her husband Charles around 
1856 when she was 23 years old. She recounted her knowledge of the house stating, “This house is now 
the oldest one in Black Rock and has a very interesting history. It was built in the early days by Samuel 
Wilson when Buffalo was only a settlement, and Mrs. Wilson used to tell of Indians coming to her back 
door, and how she used to feed them.”’! Mrs. Himbury also recalled the “Great Fire” of 1886. 


The house at 1966 Niagara remains a preeminent property dating to the earliest period of the Erie Canal in 
the Village of Lower Black Rock. The large size and quality of construction is indicative of the rapid 
growth and prosperity in the village due to the economic activity around the Erie canal. 


ee we 


¥ 


1966 Niagara St. south and east elevation note later rear addition. 


68 Deed, 1862. 

® Buffalo City Directory, 1865; Buffalo Courier, August 18, 1890. 
70 International Gazette, October 6, 1888. 

7 International Gazette, August 22, 1925. 
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1966 Niagara St. 1983. S. Glasgow 
Note original 6 over 6 sashes in side windows. 


1966 Niagara St. 1978. S. Glasgow 
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Artifacts recovered from the area of the proposed Historic District. 


In the summer and fall of 2021, a major reconstruction of Niagara Street resulted in extensive site work 
including trenching to relocate utility lines. The trenches and other disturbed areas revealed many artifacts 
dating to the early days of settlement in Black Rock. The artifacts were recovered on nightly walks as the 
construction proceeded and artifacts were exposed in the process. The artifacts pictured above were found 
on Niagara Street along the two blocks from Amherst Street to Austin Street. 


The artifacts date from the early 19" to the early 20" centuries and are representative of the time period in 
which this section of Niagara Street was the commercial center of Black Rock. 
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IV. Criteria for Designation 


The proposed Lower Black Rock Historic District meets the following criteria for local landmark status, 
per Chapter 337, Preservation Standards, of the City Code: 


1. It has character, interest, or value as part of the development, heritage or cultural characteristics of 
the city, state, or nation. The Lower Black Rock Historic District demonstrates the impact of the Erie 
Canal and New York State Barge Canal System in the development of the Niagara Street commercial 
district and represents the commercial and residential development of Black Rock as an independent 
entity serving the neighborhood and canal trade. 


3. It exemplifies the historic, aesthetic, architectural, archaeological, educational, economic, or cultural 
heritage of the city, state, or nation. The Lower Black Rock Historic District exemplifies a typical mixed 
use “main street” constructed along the Erie Canal from the early nineteenth to the early twentieth 
centuries. 


5. It embodies distinguishing characteristics of an architectural style valuable for the study of a period, 
type, method, of construction or use of indigenous materials. The Lower Black Rock Historic District 
embodies the various architectural styles, including the Federal, Greek Revival, Italianate, Second 
Empire, Queen Anne, and Neoclassical styles, typical of the period of rapid growth and prosperity 
associated with the construction of the Erie Canal and New York State Barge Canal System. 


9. It is a unique or contains singular physical characteristics that make it an established or familiar 


visual feature within the city. The Lower Black Rock Historic District follows an historic streetscape 
familiar to all travelers along Niagara Street in the City of Buffalo. 


V. Conclusion 

The period of significance begins in 1830 with the construction of 1966 Niagara Street, a two-and-one- 
half story brick three-bay Federal Style mansion and ends in 1957 when the house at 1942 Niagara Street 
was moved forward to accommodate the construction of the New York State Thruway. The integrity of 
the streetscape remains largely intact with a view reminiscent of Niagara Street in Black Rock around the 


turn of the 20th century. The various eras, styles, heights, setbacks, and materials create a very attractive 
streetscape that shows the evolution of the commercial district as it developed around the Erie Canal. 
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